Towards the end of The Evolution of Film (2007), film scholar Janet Harbord describes the following situation.
ventures upon the cinematic, inasmuch as they facilitate the identification of consonances and dissonances among theoretical perspectives and their rapport with actual states of affairs.
Moreover, the cases dealt with in this volume give us an insight into a wide range of cinematic practices and experiences qua communicational experience, as concerns the metaphysics of its medium, the shaping of its discourses, the sensory reception of its content and the affordances of its instruments.
Transgressing the boundaries between media forms and practices while paying tribute to their specificity, short films challenge the borders of the disciplines that study them, thus urging us to confront questions regarding the conditions of moving-image production (technological affordance, creative process), and the configurations of time, space and the self (time/space formations, perceptible materiality) that lay at the heart of cinematic experience.
Throughout this volume, different manners of theorizing shortness are represented in an array of discursive styles, and from various disciplinary backgrounds. What these essays all have in common, however, is that they give primacy to theoretical reflection over empirical enquiry without severing praxis from the core of the debate. To phrase it differently, where the viewer's engagement with the cinematic is approached in relational terms, so is the scholar's engagement with practice and theory, as new and old cinematic phenomena are placed in dialogue with the theories and conceptual frameworks employed to study them.
In so doing, the philosophical generality of the aforementioned topics is conveniently revisited, explicitly or implicitly, form the standpoint of cinematic experience. The articles offer cutting-edge interventions within the respective fields of media archaeology, film philosophy and critical theory that come to enliven classic philosophical debates, while providing sound insights into the culture of the moving image today through a sustained focus on cinematic concision. Hence, the present issue not only informs us of the wide sense in which the cinematic can be construed, far beyond celluloid and the movie theatre, but is also suggestive, by its very act of inclusion, of the diversity of assumptions as to what 'shortness' might entail and how it relates to specific audio-visual entities or events.
Any division of the contributions into sections will necessarily fall short of both the richness of the individual pieces and their intricate intertwinement around the notions of time, creativity, perception and technology. We have nonetheless made an attempt at arranging the articles in such an order so as to allow for a productive assessment of resemblances and divergences in the way the notion of cinematic concision is addressed (while necessarily leaving out others that are nonetheless there). The first four articles, each in their own manner, ask the question: what makes for a (good) short film? They do so from the point of view of a practice-based enquiry, combining academic exertion with insights gained through the authors' endeavours as film-makers, film/art critics and/or curators. Of these four articles, two, moreover, explicitly reflect on the linkage between making a short film and writing a short essay (Bal and Cahill/Vuillermoz).
In the essay that opens this volume, renowned cultural theorist, critic and video artist Mieke Bal addresses shortness in terms of the processes of cinematic creation, where shortening stands out as the shaping gesture of selecting 'what is more important'. What is most important when making a film short, for Bal, is the balancing act between exposition and narrative (or showing and telling if you will), both considered as a means to build an argument. This amounts to a content-driven articulation of discourse based on existing material. The author dwells on two creative strategies: one is the decomposition of a whole into shorter discursive units; the other is the assemblage of audio-visual parts towards a meaningful whole. These strategies play on the level of running time, that is, they deal with duration as an intrinsic quality of the footage. On the receptive end, however, Bal suggests that it is not only chronometric length that determines the perception of shortness. The conditions of exhibition play an equally important role, as she illustrates by referring to the case of video art, making a productive distinction between the theatrical short from the gallery short. The spatial set-up in which such works are shown reflect on the engagement of the public, whose decisions as to what to watch and for how long becomes a crucial parameter of the experience, and, as such, of the work itself. Thus, different spaces propitiate different visual attitudes.
Intentions and attitudes are interesting lines of enquiry that reappear consistently throughout this volume. In film critic and scholar Adrian Martin's piece, for instance, visual attitudes and authorial intentions crystallize through the tension between not showing and telling, but content and form. For him, it is the reinforcing balance between the two (as also stipulated by Bal) that is suggested to be the most salient characteristic of a good short. In other words, it is the temporal condensation of their struggle what makes for cinematic shortness. Interestingly, the notion of brevity, here, is neither referential (against feature films) nor metrical (against the clock), but immanent to the cinematic material. In addressing duration this way, Martin's evaluative principle recalls prevalent debates in aesthetics and communication theory regarding concept and form, as well as ontological discussions about the interplay between idea and substance. In these considerations, short films stand out as a crucial moment of contemporary cinematic creativity, emerging out of a strategy of assemblage.
Early film scholar and cultural critic James Leo Cahill contributes to this volume with a straightforward translation of, and introduction to, Émile Vuillermoz' short essay 'Concision' from 1929. Originally conceived for the press, Vuillermoz' piece makes it plain that the concerns of Bal, Martin and others (in this special issue and elsewhere), as to the normative character of the feature length narrative film, are by no means something novel.
The article permits of both a historical reading concerning the cinematic material and its theorization during the early twentieth century, as well as a transposition into the digital aesthetics practices prevalent today. As introduced by Cahill, Vuillermoz's reflections on cinematic concision -i.e. on 'films reduced to their essential elements' -allow for the sharpening and amplification of the moving image (productive strategy) in ways that directly impact the cinematic experience (receptive attitude). Here, curiosity and enchantment stand out as mental states that promote the audience's engagement without mesmerizing effects.
In a bold and provocative move, curator and film scholar Edwin Carels takes the reader even one step further back into the past by revisiting some of cinema's forgotten prehistories while posing the question, 'how short can a short film be?' -a point at which the discussion acquires a philosophical tenor while remaining within the domains of media archaeology. Carels' answer entails looking into a series of pre-cinematic technologies in which no more than two dissimilar images are combined to generate the suggestion of motion.
Shortness is pondered carefully vis-à-vis the ontology of the cinematic artefact and machinery past and present, without disregard to the possibilities that cinematic technologies afford at different moments in history. Underlying the argument is the suggestion that state-of-the-art animation is not really all that different from its earliest predecessors when it comes to its primary qualities, particularly with regard to motion, number and figure. As such, the essay indirectly invites to a refreshing takes on landmark metaphysical discussions in the rationalist and empiricist traditions.
The next four articles are linked in that they all offer a variation on the theme of repetition and difference (a theme that is further revisited in Poulaki's considerations on the loop, below) by dwelling on one specific audio-visual practice or artefact: the remake, the music video, the actuality and the flicker film.
Building on the line of enquiry set out in his Philosophy and the Moving Image Referring to the brain 'as an organ of mime' that performs ideas via their articulation, Ó Maoilearca argues that such a performative gesture permits time (and space) to emerge from both original and remade films. The relation between remaking and creating stands out here as a powerful interplay that helps understanding artistic and philosophical production, in terms of its relational value (originality) and its ontology (the discursive entity being remade/ created). From a Bergsonian perspective, it allows for useful distinctions and connections between the idea as philosophical intuition and the image as its discursive 'shadow'. The two relate insofar as, first, the image does project the idea (on-screen or otherwise), and second, the creative/re-maker comes to appearance in the not necessarily fixed style of the image.
Although engendering gestures remain the same regardless of the intelligible structure of the event, viz. even if the object-as-such is lengthy, Ó Maoilearca leaves room for pondering the performance of the idea as a mode of assemblage, for the latter opens the possibility of multiple performances, which potentially or actually constitute a greater compound. Since the idea is always in the making, shortness, as a part-whole relation, may be said to operate here in terms of actuality versus potentiality, as the confrontation between the film that-is versus the films that-can-be.
